
Educational Psychologist

ISSN: 0046-1520 (Print) 1532-6985 (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/hedp20

How (much) do people revise their goals after
success and failure? The Triple-A model of goal
revision

Maria Theobald, Wy Ming Lin, Michiko Sakaki, Kou Murayama & Garvin Brod

To cite this article: Maria Theobald, Wy Ming Lin, Michiko Sakaki, Kou Murayama
& Garvin Brod (23 Jul 2025): How (much) do people revise their goals after success
and failure? The Triple-A model of goal revision, Educational Psychologist, DOI:
10.1080/00461520.2025.2533232

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/00461520.2025.2533232

© 2025 The Author(s). Published with
license by Taylor & Francis Group, LLC.

View supplementary material 

Published online: 23 Jul 2025.

Submit your article to this journal 

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=hedp20

https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/hedp20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/00461520.2025.2533232
https://doi.org/10.1080/00461520.2025.2533232
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/00461520.2025.2533232
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/00461520.2025.2533232
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=hedp20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=hedp20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/00461520.2025.2533232?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/00461520.2025.2533232?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/00461520.2025.2533232&domain=pdf&date_stamp=23%20Jul%202025
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/00461520.2025.2533232&domain=pdf&date_stamp=23%20Jul%202025
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=hedp20


Educational Psychologist

How (much) do people revise their goals after success and failure? The 
Triple-A model of goal revision

Maria Theobalda,b , Wy Ming Linc , Michiko Sakakic,d , Kou Murayamac,d  and Garvin Brodb,e,f 
aDepartment of Psychology, University of Trier, Germany; bIDeA-Center for Research on Individual Development and Adaptive Education of 
Children at Risk, Frankfurt, Germany; cHector Research Institute of Education Sciences and Psychology, Tübingen, Germany; dResearch Institute, 
Kochi University of Technology, Japan; eDIPF | Leibniz Institute for Research and Information in Education, Frankfurt, Germany; fDepartment of 
Psychology, Goethe University Frankfurt, Germany

ABSTRACT
Revising one’s goal in response to feedback about goal success or failure is a central but poorly 
understood self-regulatory process. Specifically, a theoretical model that specifies how and how 
much people revise their goal following goal success or failure is lacking. Therefore, we synthesized 
empirical studies on goal revision to shed light on the processes and individual differences in goal 
revision. Twenty-eight studies met the inclusion criteria and revealed a clear pattern: People raise 
their goals after success and lower them after failure. Results of a meta-analysis further showed that 
the discrepancy between goal and performance predicted the strength of upward goal revision 
after success and downward goal revision after failure (r = .51). Moreover, a narrative summary of 
previously tested moderators revealed two ways in which moderators affect the direction and 
strength of goal revision. Moderators affect either the direct link between goal-performance 
discrepancy and goal revision, or the link between goal-performance discrepancy and self-efficacy. 
Self-efficacy emerged as a central mediating variable between goal-performance discrepancy and 
goal revision. Based on these findings, we developed the Triple-A Model (Assessment, Appraisal, 
Adjustment) of Goal Revision, which allows deriving directional hypotheses about how much people 
revise their goals after successes and failures.

Imagine a student named Carry who is beginning to prepare 
for an exam in a few weeks. Each day, she sets specific sub-
goals, which are defined as the desired end result of her daily 
learning process. For instance, she decides how many pages 
of a textbook she will read and summarize in preparation for 
the exam. After studying, Carry assesses whether she has met 
her goal. If she exceeds her goal and summarizes more pages 
in the allotted time, she experiences goal success. She may 
then revise her daily reading goals upward to finish her exam 
summary sooner. Conversely, if she misses her daily goal and 
reads fewer pages than planned, she experiences goal failure. 
She may lower her daily reading goals to realistically meet 
them, while recognizing that she will need a few more days 
to complete the summary. In other words, Carry gathers 
evaluative information about her performance relative to her 
original goal, referred to as performance feedback. Adaptive 
goal revision, driven by continuous performance feedback, 
ensures that Carry fine-tunes her study plan and sets goals 
that are neither too easy nor too difficult.

The ability to adaptively revise goals in response to per-
formance feedback is associated with many positive out-
comes. In academic contexts, for example, self-regulatory 
skills such as goal monitoring and regulation are closely 

related to academic achievement (Dent & Koenka, 2016), 
higher motivation (Schunk & Zimmerman, 2008), and posi-
tive academic emotions (Pekrun et  al., 2002). In contrast, 
adhering to unrealistically high goals rather than revising 
them can impair task performance (Lent, 2019). Thus, goal 
revision is a key skill for academic success.

Despite the theoretical and practical importance of goal 
revision, little is known about how people revise their goals. 
Previous research on goal-directed behavior has focused on 
single episodes of goal pursuit or assumed that goals remain 
static over time (Carver & Scheier, 1998; Latham & Locke, 
1991). Additionally, extensive research has been conducted 
on how people cope with goal conflict (Gray et  al., 2017), 
unattainable goals (Wrosch et  al., 2003), and balancing mul-
tiple, competing goals (Louro et  al., 2007). Comparatively 
few studies have examined changes in the goal level itself. 
Thus, while much is known about how people change their 
goal-directed behavior toward a single, static goal, little is 
known about whether and how people revise a specific goal 
in light of success or failure.

We define goal revision as a dynamic process in which 
people assess, appraise, and adjust their (self-set) goals in 
response to goal success or failure. According to this 

© 2025 The Author(s). Published with license by Taylor & Francis Group, LLC.

CONTACT Maria Theobald  theobald@uni-trier.de  University of Trier, Universitätsring 15, Department of Psychology, 54296 Trier, Germany.
 Supplemental data for this article can be accessed online at https://doi.org/10.1080/00461520.2025.2533232.

https://doi.org/10.1080/00461520.2025.2533232

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), 
which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any 
way. The terms on which this article has been published allow the posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s) or with their consent.

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0766-1680
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-8588-1633
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1993-5765
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2902-9600
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7976-5609
mailto:theobald@uni-trier.de
https://doi.org/10.1080/00461520.2025.2533232
https://doi.org/10.1080/00461520.2025.2533232
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://www.tandfonline.com
http://www.tandfonline.com


2 M. THEOBALD ET AL.

definition, goal revision begins after at least one subgoal 
related to the overall task has been completed. Importantly, 
these subgoals are interrelated because they all relate to the 
same overall task. In addition to subgoals, students can set 
an overarching task goal, which may be specific (“complete 
the entire task in one week”) or vague (“do well on the 
task”). We assume that goal revision can occur at both the 
subgoal and overarching task goal levels, though most revi-
sion occurs at the subgoal level (see the following sections). 
Therefore, we focus primarily on how students revise their 
subgoals over time. There are several plausible ways in 
which people might revise their goals after experiencing suc-
cess or failure. Success could motivate people to set an even 
more challenging goal or maintain or revise the goal down-
ward. Similarly, goal failure could motivate people to set 
higher goals to make up for the previous failure, or it could 
lead to less challenging goals to ensure the goal is attainable. 
Both explanations are plausible and have theoretical support 
(Bandura, 1991; Carver & Scheier, 1998; see below). However, 
a theory that specifically addresses the mechanisms and 
moderators of the goal revision process is currently lacking. 
It is unclear which factors mediate or moderate goal revision 
following success or failure.

The purpose of this article is twofold. First, we conducted 
a meta-analysis to summarize previous empirical studies on 
goal revision. Second, based on the meta-analysis results, we 
propose the Triple-A Model of Goal Revision, a novel, inte-
grative model that predicts how and how much people revise 
their goals after successes and failures.

What theories have previously been used to explain 
goal revision?

A comprehensive review of all related self-regulation theories 
is beyond the scope of this review (for excellent reviews, see 
Inzlicht et  al., 2021; Panadero, 2017). Therefore, we only dis-
cuss the theories most commonly used to derive hypotheses 
about goal revision, namely control theory (Carver & Scheier, 
1998) and social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1991).

Control theory (Carver, 2006; Carver & Scheier, 1998) 
describes a hierarchical system of feedback loops. The action 
loop is at the core of this system and guides behavior to 
achieve a reference value (i.e., a specific goal). Additionally, 
a meta-monitoring loop evaluates the rate at which the 
action loop reduces discrepancies over time. Consider the 
initial example of a student summarizing a book. The action 
loop controls the process of reading and comprehending the 
book, with a reference value representing the total number 
of pages the student plans to read. The meta-monitoring 
loop, on the other hand, tracks the rate at which the student 
closes the gap between their current progress and their goal, 
i.e., the number of pages studied each day. If the student is 
summarizing fewer pages than planned, the meta-monitoring 
loop signals that the progress rate is slower than intended. 
The student could then increase effort by setting a more 
ambitious subgoal to restore the expected rate of discrep-
ancy reduction. Conversely, if the student exceeds the 
expected number of pages per day, the meta-monitoring 
loop signals faster-than-expected progress. The student could 

then reduce effort by setting a less ambitious subgoal for the 
next study day. Applying the principles of control theory, we 
interpret goal upregulation as an increase in effort and goal 
downregulation as a decrease in effort. Alternatively, the stu-
dent could adjust the reference value for the meta-monitoring 
loop following success or failure. For example, after succeed-
ing, the student might change the goal to finish the sum-
mary a few days early. After failure, the student might plan 
to summarize fewer pages per day and accept that it will 
take a few more days to complete the summary. Changing 
the reference value for the meta-monitoring loop is gener-
ally considered a slower, more gradual process (Carver & 
Scheier, 1998, 2000). That is, changes in this higher-level 
goal primarily occur after repeated successes or failures, 
whereas the dominant response is to regulate effort at the 
action-loop level. Taken together, control theory suggests 
that, after goal success, students should set less ambitious 
subgoals, while after goal failure, they should set more 
ambitious subgoals.

Social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1991; Schunk & 
DiBenedetto, 2020) shares some similarities with control 
theory but makes different predictions regarding goal revi-
sion following success or failure. As in control theory, peo-
ple motivate themselves by setting goals, which serve as a 
reference point for continuously monitoring and evaluating 
current performance. According to social cognitive theory, 
self-regulation involves discrepancy-producing and 
discrepancy-reducing mechanisms. That is, people tend to 
set goals for continuous improvement. Initially, people set 
goals that exceed their current level of performance, thereby 
producing discrepancies between their performance and 
their goals. This state of disequilibrium motivates people to 
invest the necessary effort and strategies to achieve the goal; 
that is, they begin to reduce the discrepancy. When people 
achieve their goal, they become more confident that they 
can achieve that (or an even more challenging) goal next 
time. This experience of self-efficacy may motivate them to 
set more challenging goals, creating new discrepancies. 
Conversely, people who fail to achieve their goals become 
less confident that they can achieve them next time, leading 
them to set less challenging goals. Thus, unlike control the-
ory, social cognitive theory predicts that people will raise 
their goals after success and lower them after failure.

In summary, previous theories propose conflicting 
hypotheses about how goals are revised following success 
and failure. Therefore, a model that specifies the mecha-
nisms and moderators of the goal revision process is useful 
for several reasons. Including moderators of goal revision in 
the model accounts for variability in how much learners 
revise their goals after successes and failures. In particular, 
specific moderators may help reconcile contradictory predic-
tions about the direction of goal revision derived from social 
cognitive theory and control theory. Additionally, by incor-
porating mediating processes, the model provides insight 
into the processes linking goal success and failure to subse-
quent goal revision. Thus, by specifying these processes, we 
aim to develop a comprehensive model of goal revision that 
provides detailed answers to how and how much people 
revise their goals following goal success or goal failure.
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Moderators of goal revision

Previously tested moderators of goal revision fall into three 
categories: perceived competence to achieve the goal, the 
value of the goal or task, and additive goal structures. The 
first category includes factors such as attribution and 
self-efficacy following success or failure. According to attri-
bution theory (Weiner, 2010), the causes of success and fail-
ure can be classified into three dimensions: locus (internal 
versus external), stability (stable versus variable), and con-
trollability (controllable versus uncontrollable). Attributional 
styles affect students’ self-regulated learning by influencing 
motivation and effort investment (Zimmerman, 2002). When 
applied to goal revision, stable internal attributions (e.g., 
attributing success or failure to one’s ability) may promote 
upward goal revision after success because students believe 
in their ability to achieve a high goal level (Tolli & Schmidt, 
2008). After experiencing goal failure, however, these attri-
butions may lead to feelings of helplessness and promote 
downward goal revision (Donovan & Williams, 2003). 
Students who attribute their successes and failures to uncon-
trollable causes, such as luck or task difficulty, may be more 
likely to maintain or lower their goals than students who 
attribute their successes and failures to controllable causes 
(Donovan & Williams, 2003; Williams et  al., 2000). 
Self-efficacy, or the belief in one’s ability to master a task 
(Bandura, 1991), may also moderate goal revision. After suc-
cess, highly self-efficacious students are more confident that 
they can achieve the current goal or a more challenging one, 
leading to upward goal revision (Donovan & Hafsteinsson, 
2006; Nicklin & Williams, 2011). After failure, these students 
may maintain their goal despite setbacks (Boren, 2011). 
Finally, as the deadline for achieving their goal approaches, 
students may be more likely to revise it (Donovan & 
Williams, 2003; Williams et  al., 2000). For instance, athletes 
may train for a peak performance throughout the semester. 
As the semester deadline for reaching the goal approached, 
they were more likely to lower their performance goal if 
they had not yet reached it. By the end of the semester, 
there was little time left, which lowered students’ belief in 
their ability to reach the goal and led to downward goal 
revision. In summary, students’ perceptions of their compe-
tence after success or failure influence goal revision.

The second category of moderators includes variables 
related to the value or focus of the goal. Examples include 
task value, goal commitment, and goal orientation. Task val-
ues may stem from an individual’s intrinsic interest in a task 
or its attainment value, or from more extrinsic reasons, such 
as the task’s utility or cost (Eccles & Wigfield, 2020). In the 
present study, we broadly distinguish between intrinsic and 
extrinsic task values (Ryan & Deci, 2020). Students who 
assign high intrinsic value to a task may be more persistent 
in pursuing their goals, especially after failure (Wang & 
Mukhopadhyay, 2012; Wigfield et  al., 2011). A conceptually 
related construct is goal commitment, which also involves 
evaluating the value of the goal (see, for example, Williams 
et  al., 2000). Students who are highly committed to their 
goals may be less likely to revise them, even after failure 
(Ilies, 2003). Goal orientation has also been discussed as a 

moderator (Donovan et  al., 2018; Radosevich et  al., 2004). 
Goal orientation refers to the implicit goals that students 
have in performance situations. These goals can focus on 
either developing competence (mastery goal orientation) or 
demonstrating competence to others (performance goal ori-
entation) (Elliot, 1999). Additionally, mastery and perfor-
mance goal orientations can be differentiated into approach 
and avoidance orientations (Elliot, 1999; Pintrich, 2000). 
Different goal orientations have been associated with differ-
ent aspects of students’ self-regulated learning (Pintrich, 
2000). Students with a high mastery approach goal orienta-
tion, for example, focus on overcoming challenges and 
improving competence, which may lead them to set chal-
lenging goals in general (Taing et  al., 2013; VandeWalle 
et  al., 2001). Students with a high mastery avoidance goal 
orientation try to avoid misunderstandings or stagnation 
(Pintrich, 2000). Students with a strong performance 
approach orientation aim to outperform others and are more 
likely to set challenging goals to demonstrate competence 
(VandeWalle et  al., 2001). Those with a strong performance 
avoidance orientation aim to avoid failure, which may lead 
them to set less challenging goals or downregulate them 
after failure (Donovan et  al., 2018; VandeWalle et  al., 2001). 
In summary, goal focus, value, and commitment influence 
students’ goal revision after success or failure.

The third category of moderators concerns goal struc-
tures. We propose distinguishing between additive and 
non-additive goal structures. In additive goal structures, per-
formance on subgoals contributes to overall task perfor-
mance. For instance, if a student achieves the subgoal of 
summarizing ten book pages, then she is closer to achieving 
the overall goal of summarizing seventy book pages in ten 
days. In this case, the principles of control theory may be 
more applicable. After succeeding, the student may set a less 
ambitious subgoal (e.g., summarizing seven pages) because 
she is making faster progress than expected toward the over-
all goal. After failing, she may set a more ambitious subgoal 
in order to still achieve the overall goal. This example aligns 
with the findings of an earlier study examining goal revision 
in additive goal structures (Campion & Lord, 1982). In that 
study, after experiencing failure, some students increased 
their subgoals to compensate and still meet their overall 
goals. In contrast, performance on subgoals does not add to 
overall task performance in non-additive goal structures. 
Consider a student who plans to study 30 vocabulary pairs 
per day. In this case, the student’s overall goal may be to 
learn to speak French, but the number of vocabulary pairs 
studied per day does not contribute to that goal in an addi-
tive way. However, she gets closer to her goal with each 
vocabulary pair she learns. Unlike in the book summary 
example, there is no fixed total number of vocabulary words 
that she must study to “complete” the task. Therefore, the 
principles of social cognitive theory may apply. If the stu-
dent finds that she can easily learn more than 30 pairs, she 
can set a more challenging goal for the next day. Conversely, 
if she realizes that she can only learn 20 pairs, she can lower 
her subgoal to increase her chances of achieving the goal. 
This example aligns with previous research that has primar-
ily examined cases of non-additive goal structures. Typically, 
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potentially relevant articles that were cited in an included 
article (backward search) and that cited one of the included 
articles (forward search). We did not use direct contact 
strategies to find unpublished articles, which may have 
increased the number of studies but also the risk of bias. 
The literature search included published and unpublished lit-
erature, written in English, with no restriction on publica-
tion date. Unpublished literature was included if it could be 
retrieved via the online databases listed above.

Criteria for inclusion and exclusion

We specified the inclusion and exclusion criteria using the 
SPIDER tool (Sample, Phenomenon of Interest, Design, 
Evaluation, Research Type; Cooke et  al., 2012). Regarding 
the sample, we included healthy participants of all ages. We 
excluded special groups of participants, such as students 
with disabilities and patients with physical or mental ill-
nesses. We wanted to ensure that participants were roughly 
comparable in terms of the goals they set and their likeli-
hood of achieving them. As the phenomenon of interest, we 
focused on goal revision. We included studies in which par-
ticipants had the opportunity to revise a goal for a specific 
task at least once during the study. Following this criterion, 
we excluded studies that focused on static goals, balancing 
between multiple competing goals, or engagement/

disengagement in goal pursuit. In terms of design, we 
included quantitative, experimental, and correlational stud-
ies. Regarding evaluation or outcome measures, we focused 
on the degree of goal revision following goal success and 
goal failure. That is, studies had to report either a continu-
ous measure of goal revision to assess the degree of goal 
revision, or proportional data indicating how many partici-
pants lowered or raised their goals after success or failure. 
This allowed us to assess the degree and direction of goal 
revision after goal success and failure.

Selection of studies

The initial database search yielded 593 articles (see Figure 1). 
The first author and a trained student assistant performed 
the literature selection with very high interrater reliability 
(Cohen’s k = 0.81). Disagreements were resolved through 
discussion.

Coding of moderator variables, mediator variables, and 
study methods

We coded (1) theoretically relevant variables used to derive 
the goal revision model and (2) methodologically relevant 
variables used to provide an overview of common research 

Figure 1. L iterature selection process.
Note. A complete overview and details of the included studies are provided in Supplementary Table 1.

https://doi.org/10.1080/00461520.2025.2533232
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designs used to study goal revision (see Supplementary 
Materials for more details on the coding process and 
Supplementary Table 2 for an overview). Theoretically rele-
vant variables include previously tested moderator and medi-
ator variables. We coded all moderators and mediators tested 
in the included studies to provide an exhaustive overview of 
factors that may affect goal revision. Our approach was 
exploratory, as we did not limit our search a priori to spe-
cific variables. Methodologically relevant variables included 
information on the study background, samples, task designs, 
and operationalizations of goal failure, goal success, and goal 
revision. All variables were coded by the first author. A 
trained student assistant checked the coded information for 
accuracy.

Operationalization of goal success and goal failure

We examined how studies operationalized goal success and 
failure. We coded whether goal success and failure were 
operationalized as (1) a binary event or (2) a continuous 
measure. In the first case, it was simply reported whether 
the goal was met, without quantifying the degree of suc-
cess or failure. In the second case, goal success and failure 
were operationalized as the goal-performance discrepancy 
(actual performance minus goal). Positive values indicate 
goal success; the more positive the goal-performance dis-
crepancy, the more the performance exceeds the goal. 
Negative values indicate goal failure; the more negative the 
goal-performance discrepancy, the more the actual perfor-
mance was below the goal. Thus, the goal-performance dis-
crepancy is a measure of the magnitude of goal success or 
failure.

Operationalization of goal revision

We examined how goal revision was operationalized across 
studies. We coded whether goal revision was operationalized 
as a binary event or as a continuous measure. In the first 
case, researchers only reported whether people raised or 
lowered their goals after experiencing success or failure. In 
the second case, goal revision was operationalized as one of 
the following: (a) a difference score, (b) a self-report on a 
Likert scale, or (c) the goal level was predicted by previous 
goal success or failure. A difference score was constructed 
by subtracting the new goal from the previous goal. Positive 
values indicate that the new goal exceeded the previous one, 
implying that people raised or “up-regulated” their goal. 
Negative values indicate that the new goal was below the 
previous one, implying that people lowered or “down- 
regulated” their goal. Thus, higher positive goal revision 
scores indicate greater up-regulation, and higher negative 
scores indicate greater down-regulation. The self-report scale 
assessed goal revision intention on a Likert scale. An exam-
ple item from Hu et  al. (2017) is: “I intend to pursue an 
easier career goal than the one I currently have” and was 
answered on a 6-point scale ranging from “strongly dis-
agree” to “strongly agree.” Finally, some studies predicted 

changes in absolute goal levels. For instance, one study pre-
dicted goal levels based on previous goal-performance dis-
crepancies (Chong & Park, 2017). Unlike the use of 
discrepancy scores for goal revision, this analysis did not 
consider how much the goal was raised or lowered relative 
to the previous one. Rather, it tested whether goal success 
or failure was associated with a generally higher or lower 
subsequent goal level.

Coding of the relation between goal success and goal 
failure and goal revision

For each study, we coded separately for goal success and 
goal failure whether people, on average, tended to lower or 
raise their goal relative to their previous goal. This informa-
tion about the general trend of goal revision was provided, 
for example, by reporting the percentage of people who 
raised or lowered their goal after success or failure (e.g., 
Campion & Lord, 1982), or by reporting a correlation coef-
ficient for the link between goal-achievement discrepancy 
and goal revision (e.g., Ilies & Judge, 2005).

To quantify the degree of goal revision, we focused on 
the correlation between goal-performance discrepancy and 
subsequent goal revision. Therefore, we included in the 
quantitative meta-analysis only those studies that reported a 
continuous measure of goal success or failure, i.e., 
goal-performance discrepancy, as well as a continuous mea-
sure of goal revision (21 of 37 studies with 29 effect sizes 
met these criteria). In this way, we avoided comparing stud-
ies that differed greatly in their operationalization of goal 
success and failure, and facilitated the interpretation of effect 
size coefficients.

We identified three categories of effect sizes regarding 
the relation between goal-performance discrepancies and 
goal revision. First, some studies examined the relation 
between goal-performance discrepancies and goal revision 
without distinguishing between goal success and goal fail-
ure, for example by using a continuous measure of 
goal-performance discrepancy to predict goal revision 
(Donovan & Williams, 2003). For goal success, a positive 
correlation indicates that larger positive discrepancies (where 
performance exceeds the goal) predict greater upward goal 
revision (new goal > previous goal). Conversely, for goal fail-
ure, a positive correlation suggests that larger negative 
goal-performance discrepancies (when performance is below 
the goal) predict greater downward goal revision (new 
goal < previous goal) because two minus signs cancel each 
other out. Thus, a higher positive correlation reflects both 
greater upward revision following positive discrepancies 
after success and greater downward revision following neg-
ative discrepancies after failure. Second, some studies 
focused solely on the relation between positive 
goal-performance discrepancies and goal revision after goal 
success. Larger positive effect sizes suggest that larger dis-
crepancies predicted greater upward goal revision. Finally, 
other studies have reported the relation between negative 
goal-performance discrepancies and goal revision only after 
goal failure. Here, larger positive effect sizes suggest that 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00461520.2025.2533232
https://doi.org/10.1080/00461520.2025.2533232
https://doi.org/10.1080/00461520.2025.2533232
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or goal failure. Goal revision was most often operationalized 
as the difference between the current goal and the new goal. 
This provides an estimate of the extent to which goals are 
revised following goal success or goal failure.

How (much) do people revise their goal after goal 
success and goal failure?

Initial analysis: publication bias
Figure 3 provides a descriptive summary of the correlation 
coefficients, as well as a funnel plot plotting the correlation 
coefficients on the x-axis against the standard error on the 
y-axis. Egger’s regression test for asymmetry in the funnel 
plot was not significant (z = .33, p = .744), which suggests 
a symmetric distribution of effect sizes around the mean 
effect. Additionally, published studies did not systematically 
report larger effects than unpublished studies (b = .14,  
SE = .12, z = 1.09, p = .276). These results speak against the 
presence of publication bias in the reported literature.

Direction and strength of goal revision after goal success 
and goal failure
Across all the studies reviewed, the results showed a general 
tendency for people to raise (or at least maintain) their goals 
after success and to lower their goals after failure. Thus, in 
terms of directionality, the results of the review show that peo-
ple raise their goals after success and lower them after failure.

In terms of the strength of goal revision, we found an 
overall mean effect size of r = .51 (95% CI [.40, .61], z = 9.13, 
p < .001). The correlation coefficients ranged from .08 to .83 
and were all positive (see Figure 3). When focusing only on 
the correlation between goal success and goal revision (5 out 
of 29 effect sizes; see Figure 3), we found a mean effect size 
of r = .54 (95% CI [.27, .80], z = 3.95, p < .001). When focus-
ing only on the correlation between goal failure and goal revi-
sion (7 out of 29 effect sizes), we found a mean effect size of 
r = .43 (95% CI [.20, .65], z = 3.78, p < .001). Goal revision 
was significantly weaker after goal failure than after goal suc-
cess (b = −.20, SE = 0.10, z = −2.10, p = .036). Thus, compara-
tively, students revised their goals more strongly after success 
than after failure. In summary, these results suggest that goal 
success is generally associated with upward goal revision, 
while goal failure is generally associated with downward goal 
revision (as the two negative signs cancel each other out)1.

Given the high relevance of goal-performance discrepancy 
feedback for goal revision, we tested whether the design of 
the feedback affected how students revised their goals. 

1 A positive correlation could also be due to larger negative discrepancies 
being associated with lower levels of upward revision. However, as men-
tioned earlier, students typically lower their goals after failure. Therefore, pos-
itive correlations are unlikely to be primarily due to cases in which students 
raised their goals less after missing them by a large margin. Nevertheless, 
students vary in how they revise their goals, meaning there are conditions 
under which they raise their goals after failure (see Moderators).

Figure 2. O verview of task design and operationalizations in previous goal revision research.
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Following Hattie and Timperley (2007) classification, we 
compared feedback that only provided information about 
current performance (“feed-back”) with feedback that pro-
vided information about both current performance and goals 
(“feed-up” and “feed-back”). The latter is more informative 
because it helps students assess their goal-performance dis-
crepancy. In contrast, when only performance information is 
provided, students must actively compare their performance 
to their goals, which may be difficult and lead to errors. 
Thus, we examined whether feedback on goals and perfor-
mance versus feedback on performance alone moderated the 
relation between goal-performance discrepancy and goal 
revision. The results showed that the correlation between 
goal-performance discrepancy and goal revision was signifi-
cantly stronger when feedback on both performance and 
goals was provided than when feedback on performance 
alone was provided (b = .51, SE = .20, z = 2.55, p = .011; see 

Supplementary Table 3). These results support the hypothe-
sis that students use information about goal-performance 
discrepancies to revise their goals and that goal-performance 
feedback helps them do so more accurately.

Moderators of goal revision after goal success and goal 
failure

Several studies have identified moderators of goal revision 
(see Figure 4). The number of studies testing the same mod-
erator was small (at most 5 for self-efficacy). Therefore, due 
to the low statistical power to reliably detect moderator 
effects, we did not include these moderator variables in a 
meta-regression to predict the mean effect size (Higgins 
et  al., 2023). Instead, we describe the moderators in terms of 
their general effect on the direction and strength of goal 
revision.

Figure 3.  Funnel plot (A) and overview of correlation coefficients for correlation between goal success or failure and goal revision (B).
Note. (A) The vertical reference line represents the average correlation coefficient (r) found across studies. Blue rectangles represent the correlation between goal success/failure (com-
bined) and goal revision. Green circles represent the correlation when focusing only on the relation between goal success and goal revision. Red triangles represent the correlation when 
focusing only on the relation between goal failure and goal revision.

https://doi.org/10.1080/00461520.2025.2533232
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Self-e�cacy
There is strong evidence that self-efficacy promotes 
upward goal revision following goal success (see Figure 
4). Evidence that self-efficacy attenuates downward goal 
revision after goal failure was found in only two of four 
studies that tested this relation thus requiring replication. 
Taken together, these findings are consistent with social 

cognitive theory. Following goal success, highly 
self-efficacious students are more confident that they can 
achieve the current or an even more challenging goal, 
leading to upward goal revision. Following goal failure, 
highly self-efficacious students may be less susceptible to 
self-doubt and more likely to maintain their original goal 
level despite failure.

Figure 4. O verview of mediator and moderator results.
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Attribution
Overall, studies examining the role of attributions in goal 
revision have yielded mixed results. Some support the 
hypothesis that attributing success to internal, stable causes 
leads to upward goal revision after success and downward 
revision after failure (see Figure 4). However, contrary to 
this hypothesis, attributions of higher controllability did not 
systematically predict goal revision. Furthermore, attribu-
tions appear to influence goal revision more consistently fol-
lowing failure than success. Attributions may play a smaller 
role after success and only moderate revision when success 
is attributed to internal causes (e.g., high effort or ability). It 
is important to note that some studies had limitations, such 
as small sample sizes (e.g., n = 25 in Williams et  al., 2000) or 
low reliability of attribution scales (e.g., α = .58 for control-
lability in Donovan & Williams, 2003). In sum, while attri-
butions are a theoretically plausible moderator of goal 
revision, the mixed results highlight the need for further 
empirical studies to extend previous findings.

Goal orientation
Four studies tested goal orientation as a moderator of goal 
revision, with mixed results. Regarding goal success, 2 of the 
4 studies found that mastery and performance goal orienta-
tions played a moderating role (see Figure 4). In both stud-
ies, strong mastery approach goal orientation promoted 
upward goal revision after success (Donovan & Hafsteinsson, 
2006; Radosevich et  al., 2004). A strong performance goal 
orientation (not distinguishing between approach and avoid-
ance) also predicted more upward goal revision after suc-
cess. However, focusing on high performance avoidance goal 
orientation attenuated upward goal revision after goal suc-
cess (Donovan & Hafsteinsson, 2006; Radosevich et  al., 
2004). For goal failure, 2 of the 3 studies reported signifi-
cant moderator effects (Brink, 2021; Donovan et  al., 2018). 
High mastery approach and performance goal orientation 
(again, not distinguishing between approach and avoidance) 
reduced downward goal revision after failure. In contrast, 
high performance avoidance goal orientation predicted more 
downward revision after failure. Despite some mixed find-
ings, the general pattern suggests that strong mastery 
approach goal orientation, as opposed to performance avoid-
ance goal orientation, is associated with greater persistence 
in the face of failure and challenge-seeking behavior. 
Evidence on performance approach goal orientation is lim-
ited, as it has mostly been considered alongside performance 
avoidance goal orientation. Thus far, the role of mastery 
avoidance goal orientation in goal revision has not 
been tested.

Task value and goal importance
Goal importance moderated goal revision only after failure 
(Elicker et  al., 2010). Low goal importance was associated 
with more downward revision, while high importance was 
associated with less downward revision and even upward 
revision after failure for some students. Task value also 
moderated goal revision after both success and failure (see 
Figure 4). A series of experiments has shown that, for 

intrinsically valued tasks (e.g., working out or saving money), 
success leads to significant upward revision, while failure 
leads to less downward revision (Wang & Mukhopadhyay, 
2012). For extrinsically valued tasks (e.g., solving anagrams), 
goal failure led to significant downward revision, while goal 
success led to minimal upward revision. In sum, these find-
ings highlight the role of task value and goal importance in 
moderating goal revision.

Goal commitment
Two studies have examined the role of goal commitment in 
goal revision, or how determined students are to achieve a 
particular goal (see Figure 4). In both studies, goal commit-
ment did not moderate goal revision (Ilies, 2003; Williams 
et  al., 2000).

Goal proximity
Three studies examined the effect of setting proximal versus 
distal goals on goal revision (see Figure 4). Overall, goal 
revision was more likely when the deadline for goal attain-
ment was closer. For instance, athletes were more likely to 
lower their goals after failing in the second half of the sea-
son than in the first (Donovan & Williams, 2003; Williams 
et  al., 2000). These findings underscore the importance of 
deadlines in goal revision. Specifically, after failure, revising 
goals downward close to a deadline is the most efficient way 
to achieve the goal. Thus, goal revision appears to depend 
on temporal goal structures.

Additive goal structures
Regarding additive goal structures, few studies have directly 
manipulated goal additivity, and most focus on non-additive 
structures. However, one study with an additive goal struc-
ture found that a significant proportion of students increased 
their subgoals for the subsequent midterm, even though they 
did not achieve their desired grade (Campion & Lord, 1982). 
Thus, in additive goal structures, students increased their 
subgoals even when they failed. This finding aligns with the-
oretical predictions from control theory but contradicts the 
general trend observed in this meta-analysis. Another obser-
vation from this study was that students revised not only 
their subgoals, but also their overall course grade goals 
(Campion & Lord, 1982). Specifically, students lowered their 
overall goals, but usually only after repeated failure. We will 
return to goal revision at the overall and subgoal levels later 
in the discussion.

Summary of further moderators
Several moderators were tested only once and have not been 
replicated. We briefly summarize these here (see 
Supplementary Material D for more details). Regarding emo-
tions, higher levels of anger following failure predicted atten-
uated downward goal revision (Chong & Park, 2017). 
Sadness did not predict goal revision. Regarding goal fram-
ing, participants revised their goals downward after failure, 
regardless of whether they set nominal goals for their indi-
vidual performance or relative goals for how they wanted to 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00461520.2025.2533232
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perform on the task compared to others (Ilies & Judge, 
2005). After experiencing goal success, however, only partic-
ipants who had set nominal goals for themselves signifi-
cantly revised their goals upward. Students with lower 
(versus higher) socioeconomic status reported stronger 
intentions to lower their career goals in the face of perceived 
negative career feedback (Hu et  al., 2017). Regarding the 
number and consistency of failures, the percentage of stu-
dents who lowered their goals for their performance on 
repeated tests increased with the total number of failures 
and with the consistency of failures (i.e., repeated failures). 
In terms of metacognitive monitoring accuracy, students 
who were less accurate in predicting their actual grade on 
an exam tended to raise their goal for the next exam, regard-
less of whether they had achieved their goal or not (Brink, 
2021). In contrast, students with better metacognitive moni-
toring accuracy raised their goals after success and lowered 
them after failure. Experimentally induced regulatory focus 
(prevention vs. promotion) did not moderate goal revision 
(Nicklin & Williams, 2011). Students with higher behavioral 
inhibition system sensitivity were more likely to lower their 
goals after failing to achieve them (Ilies, 2003). Neuroticism 
did not moderate the association between goal failure and 
goal revision (Ilies, 2003).

Mediators of the link between goal success or failure 
and goal revision

Self-e�cacy
Previous research suggests that self-efficacy plays a mediat-
ing role in goal revision (see Figure 4). Self-efficacy has 
been shown to mediate the relation between goal success or 
failure and subsequent goal revision in various tasks (e.g., 
anagrams, exam preparation) and contexts (e.g., educational 
and industrial psychology) (Brink, 2021; Chong & Park, 
2017; Hu et  al., 2019). For instance, Tolli and Schmidt 
(2008) manipulated feedback regarding success and failure in 
an anagram task. They found that positive feedback increased 
self-efficacy, which predicted upward goal revision. Negative 
feedback decreased self-efficacy and predicted downward 
goal revision. Taken together, these studies highlight 
self-efficacy as a central mechanism linking goal success or 
failure to goal revision.

A�ect and emotions
Previous studies have suggested a role for emotion in goal 
revision, but the results have been mixed. In two studies, 
Ilies and Judge (2005) found that success in achieving a 
goal predicted higher positive affect, while failure predicted 
higher negative affect. However, only positive affect consis-
tently mediated the link between goal success and subse-
quent goal revision in that higher positive affect was 
associated with upward revision. The mediating link 
between goal failure, negative affect, and subsequent down-
ward goal revision was not found consistently. Another 
study focusing on specific achievement emotions found the 
opposite pattern of results (Theobald et  al., 2021). In this 
study, students who missed their goals reported higher 

anger and lower joy and pride and subsequently raised 
their goals rather than lowering them. Thus, negative emo-
tions predicted upward goal revision rather than downward 
goal revision, as previously suggested. Overall, it remains 
unclear which specific emotions predict upward or down-
ward goal revision.

Integration of previous �ndings and discussion

Deriving a model: The Triple-A model of goal revision

In the following, we derive a novel model of the goal revi-
sion process, the Triple-A Model of Goal Revision (see 
Figure 5), which integrates the results of the meta-analysis. 
As defined above, the goal revision process begins after a 
subgoal is completed and includes three sequential phases: 
Assessment, Appraisal, and Adjustment.

The goal revision process begins with an assessment of 
the discrepancy between the goal and the current level of 
performance. This monitoring process may reveal a positive, 
negative, or no discrepancy between the goal and perfor-
mance. These discrepancies can be scored on a continuous 
scale that quantifies the degree of success or failure in 
achieving the goal (e.g., Donovan & Williams, 2003). Higher 
positive discrepancies between goals and performance indi-
cate greater success, whereas higher negative discrepancies 
indicate greater failure (e.g., Theobald et  al., 2021). 
Sometimes, monitoring goal-performance discrepancies is 
quick and easy, such as when formal feedback on 
goal-performance discrepancies is provided (e.g., Wang & 
Mukhopadhyay, 2012). However, it can also be more com-
plex and less obvious when students must retrieve and pro-
cess information about goal-performance discrepancies 
without external cues (König et  al., 2010). In summary, as 
the literature review and meta-analysis show, discrepancies 
in either direction motivate goal revision and thus form the 
starting point of the revision process.

After the assessment phase, discrepancies between goals 
and performance are appraised. Based on the findings from 
the meta-analysis, we place momentary self-efficacy at the 
center of this appraisal process. We decided to focus on 
self-efficacy as a mediator because the role of emotions in 
the goal revision process is inconclusive (see Figure 4). We 
assume that the degree of discrepancy between the goal and 
performance determines the degree of momentary 
self-efficacy (e.g., Chong & Park, 2017; Hu et  al., 2019; Tolli 
& Schmidt, 2008). In the context of goal revision, we define 
momentary self-efficacy as beliefs about the likelihood of 
achieving the current goal (or a more challenging one). 
Following goal success, positive goal-performance discrep-
ancies should predict an increase in momentary self-efficacy 
(e.g., Tolli & Schmidt, 2008). Following goal failure, nega-
tive goal-performance discrepancies should predict a 
decrease in momentary self-efficacy (Hu et  al., 2019). This 
is consistent with social cognitive theory, which emphasizes 
that evaluating one’s performance as either goal success or 
failure is a central determinant of self-efficacy (Bandura, 
1991). Taken together, we propose that momentary 
self-efficacy is the central mediator linking goal-performance 
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discrepancies during the assessment phase to subsequent 
goal adjustment.

Based on the assessment and appraisal of goal-performance 
discrepancies, it is assumed that students adjust their goals. 
The results of the meta-analysis reveal a clear pattern. 
Students tend to raise their goals after achieving them and 
lower them after goal failure. This general pattern of upward 
goal revision after success and downward revision after fail-
ure can be explained by social cognitive theory (Bandura, 
1991). After achieving a goal, students tend to engage in a 
discrepancy-producing loop. That is, they attempt to outper-
form their previous performance in an effort to continuously 
improve. In contrast, after goal failure, students tend to 
engage in discrepancy-reducing loops (e.g., Theobald et  al., 
2021). To avoid negative goal-performance discrepancies, 
students should set less ambitious goals. We propose that 
part of the relation between goal-performance discrepancy 
and goal revision is mediated by momentary self-efficacy. 
After goal success, momentary self-efficacy for achieving the 
current or more challenging goal increases, encouraging 
people to set more ambitious goals (e.g., Tolli & Schmidt, 
2008). Following goal failure, self-efficacy for achieving the 
current goal level decreases, encouraging people to set less 
ambitious goals (e.g., Hu et al., 2019). Thus, goal-performance 

discrepancy and the resulting level of momentary self-efficacy 
should determine goal revision2.

Moderators of the goal revision process
As described above, we propose two potential mechanisms 
through which moderators could affect goal revision (1) by 
altering the link between goal-performance discrepancy and 
momentary self-efficacy, or (2) by altering the direct link 
between goal-performance discrepancy and goal revision. 
Below, we focus on exemplary moderators that emerged 
from the review of prior literature on goal revision and fit 
into the proposed categories.

Regarding the first mechanism, some of the proposed 
moderators should alter the link between the assessment and 
appraisal of goal-performance discrepancies, thereby affect-
ing the degree of self-efficacy following goal success or 

2 Sometimes, participants stick to their original goal. From a developmen-
tal perspective, we also view goal stability following success or failure as 
a potential outcome of goal “revision.” For instance, deciding not to 
adjust a goal despite previous failure may be considered a self-regulated 
and informed choice if one believes the goal can be achieved next time 
or experiences external pressure to reach that goal level.

Figure 5. T riple-A model of goal revision.
Note. SE = self-efficacy. Goal-performance discrepancies are expected to predict goal revision, both directly and indirectly, via self-efficacy. Positive goal-performance discrepancies predict 
higher momentary self-efficacy, which in turn predicts upward goal revision. Conversely, negative goal-performance discrepancies predict lower momentary self-efficacy, which predicts 
downward goal revision. The dashed boxes include a selection of potential moderators. For instance, the link between goal-performance discrepancy and momentary self-efficacy is 
believed to be influenced by individual differences in domain-specific self-efficacy. High domain-specific self-efficacy should enhance momentary self-efficacy after goal success and 
preserve it after goal failure. The direct link between goal-performance discrepancy and goal revision is expected to be moderated by task value, for example. When task value is high, 
downward goal revision after failure may be less pronounced.
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failure. We propose that these moderators lead to quantita-
tive changes in the extent to which goals are revised. For 
example, if the moderators enhance momentary self-efficacy 
after success (e.g., after repeated success, attribution to high 
ability), people should set more ambitious goals (see Figure 
4; Donovan & Hafsteinsson, 2006; Nicklin & Williams, 
2011). Conversely, if the moderators reduce momentary 
self-efficacy following failure (e.g., after repeated failure and 
attributing it to low ability), people should lower their goals 
(see Figure 4; e.g., Campion & Lord, 1982; Tolli & Schmidt, 
2008). This proposed mechanism is consistent with related 
theories of motivation and self-regulation. For example, the 
evaluation and attribution of one’s performance are critical 
determinants of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1991; Weiner, 2010). 
Self-efficacy, in turn, predicts students’ self-regulated learn-
ing (Zimmerman, 2002)—i.e., the strategies they use or, in 
our case, the goals they set. Furthermore, we expect these 
moderators of self-efficacy to lead to qualitative changes in 
the direction of goal revision after success and failure. For 
example, if a goal is nearly achieved and the self-efficacy to 
reach that level in the future is high, people may increase 
their goal level despite failure. Taken together, moderators of 
the link between goal-performance discrepancy and 
self-efficacy may influence the degree and direction of goal 
revision.

The second mechanism through which moderators can 
influence goal revision is by altering the relation between 
goal-performance discrepancy and goal revision. One mod-
erator of this link is the value of the goal or task. In gen-
eral, highly important or valued goals or tasks should lead 
to stronger upward goal revision after success or smaller 
downward goal revision after failure. Conversely, low goal 
importance or extrinsic task value should lead to stronger 
downward goal revision after failure or smaller upward goal 
revision after success (see Figure 4; e.g., Elicker et  al., 2010; 
Wang & Mukhopadhyay, 2012). For example, students who 
intrinsically value a task should be more persistent and 
self-regulated in their goal pursuit (Eccles & Wigfield, 2020; 
Wigfield et  al., 2011). In the context of goal revision, stu-
dents should raise their subgoals even more after experienc-
ing success. After failure, they should maintain or raise 
their subgoals, contrary to the general trend. Conversely, 
students who are more extrinsically motivated are assumed 
to be less persistent and to have less specific goals and 
plans (Eccles & Wigfield, 2020; Wigfield et  al., 2011). Since 
these students do not see the intrinsic value in pursuing the 
goal, they should lower their goals more strongly after fail-
ure and maintain them rather than raise their goals after 
success. Thus, we hypothesize that the value of a goal or 
task can alter the strength and direction of the relation 
between goal-performance discrepancy and goal revision.

A second moderator that may influence the relation 
between goal-performance discrepancy and goal revision is 
the presence of additive goal structures (see Figure 4; 
Campion & Lord, 1982). For instance, students may set sub-
goals that contribute to the achievement of the overarching 
goal in an additive way. After failing to meet a subgoal, stu-
dents are more likely to raise or maintain their current sub-
goal level. By raising their subgoal, students attempt to 

compensate for their earlier failure and still achieve the 
higher-level, overarching goal, which is consistent with the 
predictions of control theory (Carver & Scheier, 1998). Thus, 
in additive goal structures, subgoal revision runs in the 
opposite direction from subgoal revision in non-additive 
goal structures. In the latter, the dominant response is to 
raise the goal after success and lower it after failure (e.g., 
Ilies & Judge, 2005; Tolli & Schmidt, 2008). In additive goal 
structures, students may raise their goals after failure (or 
lower them after success), which is the opposite direction of 
how students revise non-additive subgoals.

Figure 6 shows example predictions from the Triple-A 
Model, with each row demonstrating how two moderators 
jointly affect the direction and strength of goal revision. The 
hypotheses generated by the Triple-A Model are novel in 
several important ways. First, they predict the direction and 
strength of goal revision. Second, the hypotheses explain 
variability in goal revision following both goal success and 
failure by including moderators of the relation between 
goal-performance discrepancy and self-efficacy and between 
goal-performance discrepancy and goal revision.

In essence, we argue that the direction and strength of 
goal revision can be strengthened, weakened, or reversed by 
one or a combination of moderators. According to social 
cognitive theory and the results of the meta-analysis, stu-
dents should generally set more ambitious goals after suc-
cess and less ambitious goals after failure. This general trend 
can be reinforced when the moderators work in the same 
direction (see Examples 1 and 4). For instance, high 
self-efficacy resulting from repeated success and high task 
value (both of which promote upward goal revision) rein-
force the tendency to set more ambitious goals after success 
(see Example 1). Consequently, students demonstrate a par-
ticularly strong upward revision of their goal level. In con-
trast, low self-efficacy due to repeated failure and low task 
value (both of which promote downward goal revision) 
reinforce the tendency to set less ambitious goals after fail-
ure (see Example 4). Consequently, students lower their 
goals substantially.

Some of the more complex examples involve moderators 
predicting goal revision in the opposite direction of the gen-
eral tendency to raise goals after success and lower them 
after failure. For example, suppose self-efficacy is moderate 
because students attribute success to low task difficulty and 
low task value, both of which are associated with the ten-
dency to downregulate goals (see Example 2). In this case, 
students may choose to maintain their goal level rather than 
increase it after experiencing success. This is because the two 
moderators work together to push toward downregulation 
while success pushes toward goal upregulation. Similarly, in 
Example 3, self-efficacy remains high due to a relatively small 
negative goal-performance discrepancy, and the task value is 
high. Both of these factors promote upward goal revision. In 
this case, students may increase their goal level slightly rather 
than decrease it after experiencing failure. There may be 
cases where one moderator aligns with the general trend and 
another aligns with the opposite trend (see Example 5). 
Students may have low self-efficacy in achieving their goals 
because they attribute failure to low ability. At the same time, 
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the task value is high because they are preparing for an 
important exam. This high task value may reduce the ten-
dency to lower the goal, resulting in only a slight downward 
revision of the goal. Note that the proposed interplay between 
self-efficacy and task values aligns with motivational theories 
proposing that students’ expectancies (here, self-efficacy) and 
values interactively predict their achievement-related choices 
(Eccles & Wigfield, 2020). In Example 6, assume that stu-
dents have high self-efficacy because they attribute failure to 
a lack of effort, and that subgoal performance contributes to 
overall task performance (i.e., additive goal structure). In this 
case, students may raise their subsequent subgoal despite fail-
ure to achieve their overarching goal. In this case, goal revi-
sion follows the assumptions of control theory. Using this 
example, we demonstrate that the Triple-A Model reconciles 
the contradictory predictions of social cognitive theory and 
control theory by distinguishing between additive and 
non-additive goal structures.

Together, these examples do not cover all possible combi-
nations of goal-performance discrepancies, moderators, and 
consequences for goal revision. Rather, they demonstrate 
that the model facilitates the derivation of directed hypoth-
eses that can and should be tested empirically. Therefore, 
future research should test the strength of each moderating 
effect and which combination of moderators has the power 
to reverse the direction of goal revision.

Can self-e�cacy be a mediator and a moderator at the 
same time?
In short, yes—self-efficacy can serve as both a mediator and 
a moderator of goal revision. Mediator analyses examine 
how predictor variables relate to outcomes, while moderator 

analyses address when or for whom a predictor-outcome 
relationship holds (Karazsia & Berlin, 2018). Time is critical 
in distinguishing between mediators and moderators. 
Mediators occur after the predictor. For instance, goal suc-
cess or failure influences subsequent momentary self-efficacy, 
which then affects goal revision. In this case, momentary, 
intraindividual fluctuations in self-efficacy are measured 
after the predictor. In contrast, more stable, interindividual 
differences in domain-specific self-efficacy measured before 
the experiment may act as a moderator. For instance, a stu-
dent may believe in her general ability to solve math prob-
lems. However, when she realizes during a task that she is 
not meeting her goals, her momentary self-efficacy may 
decrease. This drop in momentary self-efficacy may encour-
age her to lower her goal (momentary self-efficacy as a 
mediator). Conversely, her generally high self-efficacy in 
math abilities may reduce this tendency (domain-specific 
self-efficacy as a moderator). Thus, more stable differences 
in domain-specific self-efficacy may influence overall 
responses to goal success or failure, thereby shaping momen-
tary fluctuations in self-efficacy and goal revision.

The dual role of self-efficacy as both a mediator and a 
moderator of goal revision has important implications for 
how it is measured in goal revision research. When testing 
momentary self-efficacy as a mediator, it should be assessed 
after a goal success or failure event (e.g., Chong & Park, 
2017). When testing domain-specific self-efficacy as a mod-
erator, it should be measured before receiving feedback on 
goal success or failure (Donovan & Hafsteinsson, 2006). 
While this approach is theoretically plausible and empirically 
possible, to our knowledge, no study has examined both 
momentary self-efficacy as a mediator and domain-specific 
self-efficacy as a moderator within the same study.

Figure 6. S ix example predictions of the goal revision model taking moderators into account.
Note. Each row represents an example of how two exemplary moderators together influence the direction and strength of goal revision.
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How does the Triple-A model of goal revision relate to 
other self-regulation models?
The Triple-A Model of Goal Revision goes beyond related 
models in several ways. First, based on meta-analysis results, 
it makes specific predictions about how and by how much 
people revise their goals based on prior goal-performance 
discrepancies. This specificity refines previous self-regulation 
models (e.g., Bandura, 1991; Carver & Scheier, 1998) that 
addressed the goal revision process but in somewhat vague 
terms. Additionally, the Triple-A Model integrates seemingly 
contradictory predictions from social cognitive theory and 
control theory regarding goal revision after success and fail-
ure. When students set non-additive subgoals, goal revision 
follows the principles of social cognitive theory. Students set 
more challenging subgoals after success and less challenging 
subgoals after failure. However, when students set subgoals 
that contribute to the achievement of an overall goal in an 
additive manner, subgoal revision follows the principles of 
control theory. Students set less challenging goals after suc-
cess and more challenging goals after failure. This integra-
tion of theoretical perspectives on goal revision is unique in 
that it extends previous attempts to formalize goal revision 
without considering non-additive and additive goal struc-
tures (see Wang & Mukhopadhyay, 2012). Overall, the 
Triple-A Model of Goal Revision specifies and integrates 
previous theories of self-regulation.

A second contribution of the Triple-A Model of Goal 
Revision is its integration of mediators and moderators of goal 
revision. For instance, while self-efficacy is an important fac-
tor in social cognitive theory, the Triple-A Model specifies the 
role of changes in momentary self-efficacy levels in goal revi-
sion. Additionally, the Triple-A Model describes moderators 
that influence the relation between goal-performance discrep-
ancies, self-efficacy, and goal revision. Thus, the Triple-A 
Model accounts for variability in goal revision processes not 
addressed in previous models. Although much remains to be 
learned about the moderators of goal revision, the meta-analysis 
provided initial insights that allow for the formulation and 
empirical testing of falsifiable hypotheses regarding specific 
moderator combinations (see Figure 6). Thus, the Triple-A 
Model provides several promising starting points for selecting 
and testing potential moderators of goal revision. In summary, 
a strength of the Triple-A Model is its focus on the goal revi-
sion process, which allows for novel, specific, and falsifiable 
predictions about how and how much students revise their 
goals. Therefore, the Triple-A Model of Goal Revision can 
inspire new research that deepens our understanding of vari-
ability in the dynamic process of goal revision.

Goal revision: A research agenda

Goal revision is an integral part of goal pursuit. Setting opti-
mally challenging goals can increase motivation, achieve-
ment, and positive emotions during learning (Dent & 
Koenka, 2016; Pekrun et  al., 2002; Schunk & Zimmerman, 
2008). However, a model that specifically addresses how and 
how much students revise their goals has been lacking. To 
address this gap, we conducted a meta-analysis. Our results 
showed that people generally raise their goals after success 

and lower them after failure. The strong meta-analytic cor-
relation indicates that discrepancies between goals and per-
formance are an important driver of goal revision. Our 
analysis of mediators indicates that changes in self-efficacy 
for achieving current or more challenging goals drive goal 
revision. The moderator analysis identified situational and 
stable cognitive, motivational, and emotional factors that 
influence the strength of goal revision after success or fail-
ure. Based on these findings, we developed the Triple-A 
Model of Goal Revision to predict how and by how much 
students will revise their goals. However, the review revealed 
several blind spots and open theoretical and methodological 
questions, suggesting promising directions for future research.

Theoretical questions that remain
How (accurately) do students assess goal-performance discrepancies 
in the assessment phase?  The role of metacognitive monitoring 
skills in accurately assessing goal-performance discrepancies 
during the assessment phase is unclear. For instance, do students 
require explicit feedback on their performance to identify goal-
performance discrepancies, or can they implicitly monitor 
discrepancies without feedback? Relying solely on implicit 
monitoring processes may lead to more errors because students 
often have difficulty making accurate performance judgments 
(Kruger & Dunning, 1999). Furthermore, social cognitive theory 
suggests that successful self-regulation depends on the fidelity of 
self-monitoring (Bandura, 1991). In other words, accurately 
monitoring goal-performance discrepancies may be an important 
prerequisite for adaptive goal adjustment. Therefore, we encourage 
further research testing the role of metacognitive judgment 
accuracy or, more generally, metacognitive skills in goal revision.

Relatedly, it is unclear whether students benefit from 
receiving explicit feedback on goal-performance discrepan-
cies when revising their goals. While most of the included 
studies provided students with feedback on their perfor-
mance, none systematically compared whether goal revision 
differed when explicit feedback was provided or not. 
Additionally, we found that the design of the feedback influ-
enced the relation between goal-performance discrepancy 
and goal revision. Students revised their goals more adap-
tively when they received feedback on how their current 
performance related to their original goals rather than per-
formance feedback alone. Therefore, goal-performance feed-
back may be helpful in identifying discrepancies during the 
assessment phase and adjusting goals to match performance 
levels (Callender et  al., 2016; Theobald & Brod, 2025). Taken 
together, testing the effects of different types of feedback 
versus no feedback would contribute to a better understand-
ing of the role of metacognitive monitoring skills in goal 
revision.

Are there additional mediators in the appraisal phase?   
Regarding the appraisal phase, there may be additional 
mediators that were not included due to a lack of or 
inconsistent previous evidence, but that should be examined 
in future research.

Some research suggests that emotions may serve as an 
additional mediator between goal success or failure and goal 
revision (Ilies & Judge, 2005; Theobald et  al., 2021). Goal 
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success elicits positive emotions, while goal failure elicits 
negative emotions (Nummenmaa & Niemi, 2004). However, 
the relation between emotions and goal revision is complex, 
with studies yielding mixed results (Ilies & Judge, 2005; 
Theobald et  al., 2021). For instance, negative emotions can 
lead to either upward or downward goal revision. These 
mixed findings can be explained by considering emotions 
from a motivational perspective. Emotions differ in their 
motivational tendencies, such as approach or avoidance 
motivation (Carver, 2006). Approach-related emotions, such 
as anger, may lead to increased goal-directed effort or 
upward goal revision. In contrast, avoidance-related emo-
tions, such as sadness, may lead to decreased goal-directed 
effort and downward revision (Carver, 2006; Chong & Park, 
2017). Therefore, specific negative emotions may influence 
goal revision differently, which may explain why general 
negative affect did not consistently predict goal revision. 
General affect measures include multiple emotions that may 
act in opposing ways when predicting goal revision. Further 
research is needed to examine how specific emotions, in 
addition to self-efficacy, mediate the link between goal suc-
cess or failure and subsequent goal revision.

Another promising direction for future research is distin-
guishing self-efficacy further from outcome expectations. 
Although these concepts are related, they are not synony-
mous (Bandura, 1991; Shell, 2023). Regarding goal revision, 
self-efficacy refers to one’s belief in the ability to achieve a 
goal, whereas outcome expectations refer to the belief that 
setting a particular goal will lead to success. For instance, 
students who receive a poor grade from an unfair teacher 
may believe in their ability to earn a good grade on the next 
exam but doubt that setting a high goal will lead to success 
because of the teacher’s perceived unfairness, which influ-
ences goal revision. To our knowledge, no studies have 
examined this distinction, providing avenues for future 
research.

In addition, feedback on whether or not a goal was 
achieved may affect not only motivational variables related 
to perceived competence, but also students’ intrinsic motiva-
tion to work on the task (Ryan & Deci, 2020). For instance, 
research has consistently demonstrated that achieving a goal 
increases intrinsic motivation, while failing to achieve a goal 
decreases intrinsic motivation (Fong et  al., 2019; Koenka 
et  al., 2021). Lower intrinsic motivation also predicts the 
selection of less challenging tasks (Inoue, 2007). Thus, in the 
context of goal revision, when students lose their intrinsic 
motivation, they may lower their goals. In sum, a valuable 
area for future research is testing how goal success or failure 
affects intrinsic motivation to work on a task and whether 
intrinsic motivation affects subsequent goal revision.

What are future research directions regarding moderators of 
goal revision?  Regarding goal adjustment, further research is 
needed to determine which factors predict the strength of 
goal revision following goal success and goal failure. The 
results of the various moderator analyses underscore that 
this general pattern can be attenuated or even reversed 
under certain conditions. For example, the effects of (non-)

additive goal structures on goal revision need to be further 
elucidated. To date, findings suggest that goal revision occurs 
in opposite directions when goals are non-additive or 
additive. However, only three studies have examined how 
students revise additive goals (Campion & Lord, 1982; 
Cropanzano et al., 1995; Donovan et al., 2018), with Donovan 
and colleagues not examining subgoal revision. This means 
that most of the research and the Triple-A model are based 
on findings from studies with non-additive goal structures. 
In this context, it would also be important to examine 
whether and how students revise their overall task goals 
over time. For example, in additive goal structures, students 
lowered their overall goals after repeated failures (Campion 
& Lord, 1982; Cropanzano et  al., 1995). That is, students 
used a two-pronged approach to achieve their overall goal, 
consistent with control theory (Carver & Scheier, 1998; 
2000). They engage in discrepancy production at the subgoal 
level by raising their goals despite failures, and they engage 
in discrepancy reduction by lowering their higher-level goals 
after repeated failures. Few studies have examined how 
students revise their overall goals in non-additive goal 
structures (Donovan & Williams, 2003; Williams et  al., 
2000). Here, the results suggest that students lower their 
goals after failure. This downward revision of goals was 
stronger as the deadline for goal attainment approached. 
However, these studies did not simultaneously assess subgoal 
revision. Therefore, more research is needed to test (non-)
additive goal structures and their effects on goal revision at 
different levels, subgoals, and overall goals.

Additionally, the number of studies examining each mod-
erator is relatively small, and the results of moderator effects 
are sometimes inconsistent (see Figure 4). Furthermore, 
some moderators have primarily been tested in cases of goal 
failure (e.g., the role of repeated failures). These results can-
not be directly applied to cases of goal success. There is also 
a lack of experimental evidence on moderating effects 
because moderators have mostly been measured rather than 
manipulated experimentally (see Figure 2). In most studies, 
the moderator (e.g., self-efficacy or attribution) is measured 
using questionnaires and tested for interaction with the 
measure of goal success or failure (typically, goal-performance 
discrepancy) in predicting goal revision. Thus, except for the 
roles of emotions (Chong & Park, 2017) and goal framing 
(Ilies & Judge, 2005), there is a lack of causal evidence for 
the effects of the proposed moderators on goal revision.

Furthermore, some moderator effects should be replicated 
using improved variable operationalizations and larger sam-
ple sizes. Some studies had relatively small sample sizes. For 
example, in studies examining task value (e.g., n = 42; Wang 
& Mukhopadhyay, 2012, Study 3) and goal commitment 
(e.g., n = 25; Williams et  al., 2000), there was low statistical 
power to detect moderator effects. Future studies testing the 
role of goal orientation in goal revision should distinguish 
between performance approach and performance avoidance 
goal orientations in terms of operationalization. Additionally, 
an operationalization of goal commitment that integrates 
additive goal structures seems promising. It is possible that 
goal commitment plays a stronger moderating role when 
achieving an overall goal depends on achieving subgoals, as 
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in additive goal structures. For instance, grades on interim 
tests that contribute to an overall course grade may cause 
students who are strongly committed to the course goal to 
adjust their subgoals more significantly. After failing a sub-
goal, highly committed students may raise their subgoals to 
meet the overall goal. Future research should test the mod-
erating role of goal commitment in revising subgoals and 
overall goals. In summary, due to the limited and inconsis-
tent findings, more rigorously designed research is needed, 
particularly well-powered and experimental studies, to exam-
ine the moderators of goal revision following success or 
failure.

Methodological issues in goal revision research
Below, we discuss two methodological issues in previous 
goal revision research. First, regarding goal scaling, studies 
focusing on how students revise their grade goals often use 
a fixed scale, such as from “A” to “F” (e.g., Pennington, 
1940). However, since few students aim to fail an exam, this 
scale is limited in its range and also limits goal revision. 
For instance, a student who receives an “A” on a midterm 
cannot set a more challenging goal for the final exam. One 
alternative would be to set goals based on the number of 
points received on the exam instead of on grades, which 
would broaden the goal scale. Overall, the goal scale should 
be broad enough to allow for variance in goal level and 
revision.

The second methodological issue involves the simultane-
ous use of two difference scores: goal-performance discrep-
ancy (performance minus goal) and goal revision (new goal 
minus current goal) (see Figure 4). The current goal is 
included in both the goal-performance discrepancy and goal 
revision measures, which creates redundancy between the 
predictor and outcome variables. Importantly, we are not 
arguing against the use of difference scores in general. 
Difference scores are reliable when standard deviations differ 
across measurement occasions (Gollwitzer et  al., 2014). This 
is likely the case for goal revision because people differ in 
how much they revise their goals after experiencing success 
or failure. However, using difference measures of goal suc-
cess or failure and goal revision simultaneously may overes-
timate the true correlation.

How might the issue of multiple discrepancy scores be 
addressed? First, rather than using goal-performance dis-
crepancy, prior research has manipulated whether partici-
pants received feedback on their goal success or failure (e.g., 
Tolli & Schmidt, 2008; Wang & Mukhopadhyay, 2012). This 
allows researchers to test whether a particular level of dis-
crepancy is associated with more or less goal revision with-
out including the actual discrepancy score in the regression. 
Second, goal revision could be modeled as an overall change 
in goal level over time rather than using difference scores. 
This could be achieved through hierarchical linear modeling 
or latent growth curve analyses, which capture changes in 
goal level. However, this approach requires a greater number 
of goal-setting events, providing more opportunities for goal 
revision. As noted earlier, most studies have included only 
two assessment points. Additionally, some information may 

be lost when estimating a slope for each individual. For 
instance, a student might raise their goal in most rounds but 
lower it in a few. In this case, the overall slope would be 
positive, reflecting upward goal revision, but important 
instances of lowering the goal might be missed. In summary, 
researchers could explore alternatives to operationalize goal 
success, failure, and revision to reduce redundancy.

Limitations and avenues for further research

First, the meta-analysis is based on a relatively small number 
of studies. We intentionally narrowed the scope in order to 
provide an exhaustive and comprehensive review of previous 
goal revision research. However, more studies would allow 
for a more precise estimation of the correlation between 
goal success and failure and goal revision, as well as statisti-
cal tests of moderator effects. Therefore, we hope that this 
review will inspire more future research in this area to 
improve our understanding of the goal revision process.

As shown in Figure 2, we found that goal revision has 
been tested almost exclusively with university students, who 
are selective in terms of age and general academic ability. 
Thus, the Triple-A Model of Goal Revision was developed 
based solely on information about how adults revise their 
goals. We argue that the core self-regulation processes 
described in the Triple-A Model, such as monitoring progress 
toward goals and adjusting goals and strategies, also operate 
at an early age (see Roebers, 2017, for a review). However, 
young children may still have deficits in accurate metacogni-
tive monitoring and efficient strategy application (Metcalfe & 
Finn, 2013). Therefore, children in particular may benefit 
from additional support to facilitate the assessment of 
goal-performance discrepancies and adaptive goal revision. 
Thus, future studies should test whether the core assumptions 
of the Triple-A Model apply to younger age groups.

Future studies should examine potential differences in the 
correlation between goal success, failure, and revision at the 
between-person and within-person levels. These correlations 
may differ in magnitude and direction (Murayama et  al., 
2017), and they are interpreted differently. For instance, at 
the between-person level, students with larger negative 
goal-performance discrepancies (in an absolute sense) tend 
to lower their goals, though this correlation is frequently 
affected by confounding variables (Rohrer & Murayama, 
2023). At the within-subject level, the more a student misses 
the goal on a given occasion relative to their average level of 
goal-performance discrepancy, the more they revise the goal 
downward. The current meta-analysis does not show whether 
goal revision differs at the within-person and between-person 
levels. Future research should report correlations at both lev-
els using experimental designs that manipulate goals or per-
formance or designs in which people report goals after 
experiencing success or failure many times, such as in learn-
ing diary studies (Theobald et  al., 2021). Previous studies 
have rarely included designs with frequent goal-setting events 
(see Figure 2). Such designs would also allow modeling the 
dynamics of goal revision using computational modeling (see 
Lin et  al., 2025). Hence, intensive longitudinal studies are 
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crucial to elucidating the intra-individual dynamics of goal 
revision, which are currently not well understood.

Due to our focus on quantitative goal revision, we did 
not discuss how goal success or failure affects more qualita-
tive aspects of goals, such as goal orientation. For instance, 
when confronted with goal failure, individuals may be more 
inclined to shift from a performance-approach goal orienta-
tion to a performance avoidance orientation (Elmi et  al., 
2023). Thus, experiencing goal success or failure may lead to 
changes not only in goal levels but also in more qualitative 
aspects of goals.

Another related topic beyond the scope of this review is 
effort revision. After failing to achieve a subgoal, learners 
may regulate both their goal and their effort (Carver & 
Scheier, 1998). For instance, they may set a more ambitious 
subgoal or increase their effort to bridge the gap between 
their current performance and their overall goal. A previous 
study that examined both goal and effort revision simultane-
ously revealed a two-pronged approach to addressing 
goal-performance discrepancies (Donovan et  al., 2018). 
Following failure, participants lowered their overarching 
goals while simultaneously increasing their effort at the sub-
goal level. However, this study did not clarify the relation 
between effort and goal revision at the subgoal level. Is set-
ting a more ambitious subgoal different from investing more 
effort? One way to answer this question would be to have 
students rate their effort and report their goal revision after 
completing each subgoal. Future studies should examine 
whether effort and goal revision are distinct processes oper-
ating in parallel or if goal revision can be equated with 
effort revision at the subgoal level.

Finally, we did not examine whether or how goal revision 
leads to changes in performance level. Our research synthe-
sis revealed that achieving a goal should lead to setting 
higher goals. More difficult goals have also been found to 
predict better performance (Latham & Locke, 1991). 
Therefore, more difficult goals may lead to better overall 
task performance. Thus, future research could examine the 
relation between goal revision and increased performance 
following goal success.

Practical implications

In the present review, goal revision emerged as an important 
self-regulatory skill in educational settings as it is required 
for many academic tasks (see Figure 4). Based on the 
Triple-A Model of Goal Revision, we propose two strategies 
to support students in revising their goals. First, adaptive 
goal selection requires students to know how their current 
performance compares to their goals. Educators should pro-
vide frequent feedback on performance and goals to encour-
age accurate monitoring of discrepancies. This feedback 
should include information about both goals and current 
performance. As shown in the present meta-analysis, this 
type of feedback helped students revise their goals more 
adaptively than feedback focusing only on performance. 
Therefore, consistent with previous research, feedback is an 
effective, easy-to-implement tool for accurately assessing 
goal-performance discrepancies (Callender et  al., 2016; 

Theobald & Brod, 2025). Second, educators can encourage 
students to set more challenging goals after experiencing 
success in order to increase effort and performance. However, 
goals must be realistic because repeated failure can under-
mine self-efficacy and evoke negative emotions (Theobald 
et  al., 2023). After failure, feedback should maintain motiva-
tion by including specific strategies for overcoming difficul-
ties (Fong et  al., 2019). Based on feedback design literature 
(Hattie & Timperley, 2007), we recommend providing feed-
back that includes information about goals, performance, 
and guidance on adjusting strategies or goals. This approach 
can help students accurately assess discrepancies and revise 
their goals in a motivating way.

Conclusion

Goal revision involves regularly assessing progress toward 
goals and making necessary adjustments. This process is 
essential for successful self-regulation. Understanding how 
students assess, appraise, and adjust their goals is critical for 
developing interventions that enhance this competence. 
Based on a meta-analysis, we proposed the Triple-A Model 
of Goal Revision. The model presents specific, testable 
hypotheses about how and how much people revise their 
goals after experiencing success or failure. We hope that the 
model will stimulate further research on goal revision in 
education.
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